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The Dunhuang MS Zhan yungi shu” 
英文 摘要 


Preserved in the Cultural Centre of the County of Dunhuang is MS 
giving the incomplete text of a lost astrological work under the title Zhan 
.yungi shu zeg „This text was written on the reversed side of another 
MS, the Junxian gongxieben gianbu BRAKS register, the original 
text of which, according to Xiang Da 向 过 „formed part of a Tang gazeteer 
and was written around the middle of the eighth century.! The text of the 
Khan yungi shuis preceded by a fragmentary star map showing the northern 
circumpolar constellations in polar projection. This star map has nothing 
to do whatsoever with the text of the Zhan yungi shu and must therefore be 
regarded as a sparate item. According to Xia Nai Ek this star map was 
copied probably during the first half of the tenth century at a later date 
than another somewhat similar star map found in the Stein Dunhuang 
Collection in the British Museum (MS 3326), which was probably copied 
in the early eighth century? In terms of priority the Zhan yungi shu must 
therefore come after the star map preceding it. In other words, it was 
copied during or after the first half of the tenth century, long after the year 
A.D. 742, around which the Junxian gongxieben gianbu was written. In fact 
calligraphic comparison shows that the Zhan yungi shu came from the same 
copyist who was responsible for the star map. Hence the most probable 
date for the Zhan yunqi shu MS is also the first half of the tenth century. 
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Textual comparison shows that all the entries in the Zhan yungi shu 
MS are identifiable with parallel items in the Astronomical Chapters of the 
Jinshu 5# (Official History of the Jin Dynasty) and the Suishu #6 (Offi- 
cial History of the Sui Dynasty), both of which were compiled by Li Chun- 
feng #ጅጂ in the early seventh century. In fact, being less complete and 
less developed, the Zhan yungi shu appears to be more rudimentary than 
these two astronomical chapters. In other words, the original text of the 
Khan yungi shu could have existed before the time of Li Chunfeng. One is 
led to wonder whether the Zhan yungi shu was related to another lost text 
entitled the Tianwen zhan yungi tu eh mentioned in the 
Bibliographical Chapter of the Suishu itself. Unfortunately one cannot find 
any evidence to substantiate this conjecture. 

This Dunhuang Zhan yungi shu MS contains 76 diagrams, of which 
only the first 48 are accompanied by descriptive texts. It appears that the 
diagra:ns were first drawn before the texts were transcribed by either the 
same or another copyist. For some reason the transcription was abandoned 
shortly after the half-way mark. In any case the performance of the copyist 
can by no means be regarded as of a high standard. There are many errors 
and omissions, and there are cases where words are written in the wrong se- 
quence. This MS serves. only as a valuable historical document. As an 
astronomical, or rather astrological, text, however, it is superseded by the 
astronomical chapters of the Finshu and the Suishu. After comparing all the 
texts in this MS with the two astronomical chapters one feels that the miss- 
ing texts would not have contained anything not already there or in the 
Kaiyuan zhan-jing. The first two missing texts for example, can be 
reconstructed from the Astronomical Chapters of the Suishu as follows: 

"Clouds with the appearance of three bulls forebode the 
siege of a city at the border." 


“Clouds in the form of a mountain range appearing above 

the enemies warn that no offensive move should be made 

against them." 
Unfortunately the lack of clarity and the faded colour in some of the 
diagrams prevent a full reconstruction of the whole text of the Zhan jungi 
shu MS. 
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The Zhan yungi shu looks like an arcane astrological handbook in- 
tended for military use. The qualification of a military commander in tra- 
ditional China included an understanding of the signs in the sky above 
and in the terrains below. The Zhan yungi shu contains the secret knowledge 
of reading military movements through the observation of clouds (yun ) 
and ‘vapours’ (qi). Being an arcane work the Zhan yungi shu was not widely 
circulated and very few copies of its texts were mage. Hence it had fewer 
chances of survival than other texts. In this repect we are very fortunate in- 
deed to have the Dunhuang MS of the Zhan yunqi shu 

`The first 28 items refer to the observations of clouds, noting the col- 
ours and formations. The other items are all concerned with ‘vapours’ (qi), 


ነ 


also noting their colours, intensity and shapes. The word ‘vapour’ (qi) can 
refer to many meteorological manifestations, such as thin clouds, aurola 
borealis, rainbow, solar and lunar haloes, coronas, and other phenomena, 
including perhaps even illuminations produced by certain metals under in- 
tense heat and pressure due to movement of the earth's surface and which 
are interpreted by some casual onlookers as unidentified flying objects. 
Through observation of clouds and ‘vapours’ a military commander was 
supposed to gain a foreknowledge of the movement in the enemy camp, 
whether fortune would favour the offensive or the defensive, the propitious 
moment to advance or retreat, and so on. The word “gi for ‘vapours’ ac- 
tually also embraces ‘clouds’ and a host of other things and finds parallel in 
the Greek word ‘pneuma’, the Hindu word ‘prana’ and the modern term 
“matter-energy”.* In other words, from the manifestations of ‘gi’ the Zhan 
yungi shu tells how a military commander could read the fate and destiny 
(shu ЖК) of his men and advises him to act accordingly.‘ In the Zhan yungi 
shu one can observe ‘gi’ and ‘shw in full play in their applications to tradi- 
tional Chinese military science. 
The first five items of the Zhan yungi shu , rendered into English after 
the correction of the obvious typographical errors, read as follows: 
(1) When black (dark) clouds are observed on a cyclical day with (the 
celestial stem) bing ior ding T (the enemy) must not be attacked. 
(2) In making cloud prognostications, whenever white clouds are 
seen in the morning on a cyclical day with (the celestial stem) 
fia or yiz, (the enemy) must not be attacked. 
(3) When red clouds are observed on a cyclical day with (the celestial 
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stem) geng jor xin 3¥ (the enemy) must not be attacked. 
(4) When blue-green clouds are observed on a cyclical day with (the 
celestial stem) mu or ji Z(the enemy) must not be attacked. 
(5) When yellow clouds are observed on a cyclical day with (the 
celestial stem) ren £ or gui zs (the enemy) must not be attacked. 
Here we witness the operation of the mechanism of Mutual Produc- 
tion (xiangsheng 相生 ) and another of Mutual Conquest (xiangke ma ) of 
the Chinese wuxing 7:4; , which has been variously rendered as ‘Five Ele- 
ments’, ‘Five Agents’, ‘Five Phases’, ‘Five Forces’, etc., and which com- 
prises Water (shui X), Fire (huo k), Wood (mu Ж), Metal (jin &), and Earth 
(tu +). In the order of Mutual Production Water produces Wood, Wood 
produces Fire, Fire produces Earth, Earth produces Metal, and Metal pro- 
duces Water. In the order of Mutual Conquest Water conquers Fire, Fire 
conquers Metal, Metal conquers Wood, Wood conquers Earth, and Earth 


conquers Water. 


red 
bing; ding 


— Production Fire 
>> >> > Conquest 









Wood Earth 
blue-green yellow 
jai; yi wu; ji 
black . Water Metal White 
кри geng; xin 


The colours and the celestial stems are all categorized with their 
respective ‘Element’ or Phase’ or whatever we may like to call them, and 
these are shown in the diagram above. In item (1) a cyclical day with the 
celestial stem ‘bing’ or ‘ding’ belongs to Fire while the black colour of the 


4 


cloud belongs to Water, which conquers Fire. Hence it is interpreted as an 
ominous day for launching an offensive. Similar arguments apply to item 
(2) to item (5).5 

Needham points out that Frazer had stated two ‘laws’ and one general 
principle of magic. One was the ‘law of similarity’, according to which like 
produces like; the other was the ‘law of contiquity’, according to which 
things which have been in contact continue to act upon one another even 
after they have already lost their contact; and the general principle was 
that while ‘religion conciliates, magic constrains’. Also according to 
Needham the Chinese symbolic correlations operated under these laws of 
Frazer’s theories of sympathetic magic and that the same kind of thinking 
has been named by other scholars as ‘coordinative thinking’ or ‘associative 
thinking’. The application of ‘associative thinking’ is further extended in 
the Zhan yungi shu. For example one item states that ‘if a cloud in the shape 
of a carriage-canopy appears above the enemy avoid launching an attack’ 
while another says that ‘if a cloud in the form of a pair of green snakes first 
appears above the enemy and then disappears, an attack should be 
launched and great victory is assured’. Presumably the carriage-canopy 
signifies the enemy in an invulnerable position, while the dispersal of the 
cloud in the form of a pair of green snakes symbolizes the scattering of the 
enemy troops. Many examples of the application of ‘associative thinking’ 
can also be found in the section on ‘vapours’. For example one of the items 
states “When a walled-city is besieged and it rains mistily, a rain starting 
from beyond the city and then entering it symbolizes invading forces from 
outside entering the city, while a rain starting from inside the city and then 
moving outside its walls symbolizes the besieged army breaking the siege. 
A stable vapour signifies an army in high morale, a moving vapour sig- 
nifies unrest among the soldiers, and dispersion of the vapour forebodes 
defeat.” Another item says, “If a vapour observed over an army is pointed 
at the top and broad in the base it tells that the army is growing in number 
day by day.” All these are quite obvious when we apply the theory of ‘asso- 
ciative thinking.” 

In a way the Chinese regarded the appearance of clouds and ‘vapour’ 
over an army or a city as a natural phenomenon, which had nothing to do 
with the supernatural. It belongs to the realm of natural magic, which is 
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science in its early form. Let me try to visualize the Chinese concept of 
‘vapour’ materialising over an individual or a group of individuals. The 
Greeks had a pneumatic concept whereby all substances were supposed to 
be composed of the Four Elements, Water, Fire, Air, and Earth, in 
different proportions according to the individual substance. The Chinese 
had a parallel concept, with a universe filled with ‘qi? in two different 
states, namely a state of motion or expansion known as ‘yang’ 83880 a state 
of rest or contraction known as ‘yin’ Es . From these two states were derived 
four different phases - ‘Water’, when ‘yin’ had reached the maximum; 
“Metal”, when ‘yin’ began from the minimum; ‘Wood’, when ‘yang’ began 
from the minimum; and ‘Fire’, when ‘yang’ had reached the maximum. 
These four phases congealed in different proportions into the 'Earth' 
phase, which gave the material form of all matter.” However, not all the ‘gi’ 
were used up in this process of formation of matter and also in the forma- 
tion of an individual human being. What remained was the ethereal part - 
the seminal essence, ‘jinggi’ Ss , known also simply as either ‘jing’ # or 
‘gi’. This “gü varied according to the innate nature, the character and the 
emotion of the individual human being and manifested outside the body. 
We find a parallel in the modern aura, which some people believe to be 
some sort of luminence surrounding a person normally visible only to those 
with extraordinary perception. Traditional Chinese novels sometimes 
mention the ‘gi’ of a person on the point of execution wailing under great 
injustice rising up to the heavens. The intensity of the ያያ in this instance 
could have made itself visible in the form of a vapour. The ‘qi’ of an in- 
dividual could even affect the ‘gi in the heavens above. For example, 
when Jing Ke ШЇ was about to attempt assassinating the Qin emperor 
during the third century B.A. it was said that a white parhelic arc penetr- 
ated the sun. This phenomenon, in traditional Chinese eyes, resulted from 
the courage and emotion of the would-be assassin - the sun symbolized the 
emperor, and ‘penetration of the sun’ would denote an attempt on his life 
with a sword or dagger. Normally, the ‘gi’ of an individual was not con- 
spicious. It was only under very special circumstances that it could become 
a visible vapour rising up to the sky or result in a white parhelic arc 
penetrating the sun. However, when a large number of individuals sharing 
a common emotional stress came together, as in the case of soldiers prepar- 
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ing for battle, their “gi would accumulate and manifest as a vapour or a 
cloud. The Zhan yungi shu itself says that ‘vapour’ appears whenever there 
are more than one hundred soldiers gathering together. The Chinese also 
believed in the close relationship between the heavens and men, according 
to which belief there was a direct link between the heavens and the 
bureaucratic hierarchy on earth. The ‘qi’ of an individual would therefore 
increase according to one’s social status. Thus the emperor, the prime min- 
ister, the military commanders, etc., all had their corresponding asterisms 
up in the heavens and all emitted their different kinds of ‘qi’, much more 
intensely than the common people would. 

A recent investigation by Ma Shichang suggests the presence of 
several faint diagrams in the original MS that photographs have failed to 
reproduce. A full-scale study of all the diagrams in the Zhan yungi shu by 
Ho Peng Yoke and Ho Koon Piu has eventuated therefrom. 
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